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Introduction

This report sets out the results of a study of learning champions and workplace representative projects carried out by NIACE with GOWM support during February and March 2004. The purpose was to establish the scale and shape of these initiatives in West Midlands and to suggest ways of strengthening the approach. 

The study posed three main questions:

1. How far the schemes meet the needs of 

· Learners

· Learning providers

· Employers

· Champions and workplace reps

2. How to improve impact

3. How to achieve mainstreaming

 This report falls into four parts:

· Scene-setting: background, developing a framework for brokerage, examples of projects from across the UK

· How learning champions are helping to deliver the Government’s policies in the West Midland: how the schemes work and what they deliver

· Achieving impact: effective approaches and how to achieve them

· Recommendations.

Summary
[to be provided]
1.  Scene-Setting

Within the West Midlands, a growing number of Learning Champion or Ambassador initiatives have been set up to signpost and draw adults into learning. These operate in the community but also in the workplace through workplace learning representatives. Local people are recruited to the schemes, because of their local knowledge, networks and credibility. In some cases, they act as volunteers but there are also employment-based schemes. A wide range of funds support the schemes including SRB, ACLF, ULF and the LSC’s Learning in Deprived Communities Fund. Learning Champions are variously known as learning ambassadors, workplace reps., animateurs, advisers and advocates.  The term learning champion is used throughout to refer to all these variants.

Background

A third of adults still do not take part in any learning activity.
 Learning champions or workplace learning representatives help to overcome the barriers to widening participation by signposting and connecting people in deprived communities to learning opportunities. The need for such a service has been recognised at least since the publication of the Policy Action Team report on Skills for Neighbourhood Renewal which argued for ‘an active approach to the engagement of local residents’. 
 Although it did not refer to advocates or champions, it did single out the key role of sympathetic information, advice and guidance delivered through local learning centres and other outlets and noted the contribution of voluntary and community organisations to engagement by virtue of their closeness to local residents. (Para. 146)

The development of learning champion and similar schemes was initially locally led rather than policy or government led. The creation of the Adult and Community Learning Fund and the Union Learning Fund have given an impetus to developments in several ways:

· because of the availability of funding, 
· through the Funds’ evaluation and good practice exchange impacts

· because of the statutory position of union learning representatives (ULRs). 
The 2003 Employment Act gives 6000 ULRs statutory rights in all workplaces in the UK where independent trade unions are recognised by their employer for collective bargaining purposes, including small companies.
 These rights include reasonable paid time off for carrying out any of the following activities in relation to their union members: 

· analysing learning or training needs 

· providing information and advice about learning or training matters 

· arranging learning or training 

· promoting the value of learning or training 

· consulting the employer about carrying on any such activities in relation to members of the trade union. 

Representatives are also entitled to paid time off to undergo sufficient training to carry out these activities, and other employees are entitled to unpaid time off to access services provided by their ULR. Learning representatives have an initial five-day training course, which covers basic skills. There is also a further training module called Basic Skills and the Union Role.   

By contrast, the work of  community-based learning champions lacks any statutory backing, although the Skills for Life Link-up scheme is a national initiative that makes use of a variety of mainly volunteer positions including signposters who are described as 

people who are active in their local community or workplace and who are often trusted and respected by others. These are the ideal people to guide and support their friends, neighbours and colleagues towards appropriate learning opportunities.

This is a neat summary of the rationale for learning champions and union learning reps. and whilst the evidence base for the claims of this approach is as yet not super-abundant, there is some evidence that local people or peers can make a difference in such roles, otherwise why would Parliament write them into the Employment Act 2003? For example, the local residents recruited by the community-run agency, SPELL (Supporting People into Employment and Lifelong Learning) in Sheffield to carry out door to door and other forms of outreach work have contributed to an enrolment rate 5% above the national average.
 The evaluation of the ACLF notes amongst the success factors ‘The importance of direct person-to-person recruitment, drawing on existing networks and contacts’.

Brokerage

That evaluation also refers positively to the impact of intermediary bodies, broadly community-based organisations, not all of them with a narrowly defined educational purpose, in achieving success. The importance of brokerage in widening participation cannot be under-estimated. A recent study by Staffordshire University on behalf of the Learning and Skills Research Centre identifies a range of brokerage functions and sets out a process framework within which it is useful to locate learning champion schemes.
 The report argues that

· The essence of brokerage is to mediate between learners and providers. This involves being able to both interpret the needs of potential learners and to understand and influence the bigger picture, in terms of what learning opportunities could and should be available to them.

· Learning brokerage is also context-specific, and operates differently in the 4 key domains under study: community, work, educational institution and voluntary sector.

· Working across the 4 domains is desirable and a key role of learning brokerage. However this requires robust partnerships that can be challenging to develop and sustain. 

The report sets out a six stage process framework based on a review of the literature (p.3):

1.  ‘Understanding the current situation’: This stage involves undertaking essential groundwork to identify who is currently learning and what, and who is providing the learning opportunities and what are the gaps. Key activities within this stage include research, targeting, consultation and collaboration.

2. ‘Gaining entry and building trust’: At this point in the process access to potential learners is sought and relationships of trust developed. This stage involves ongoing consultation, negotiation with gatekeepers, exploring and establishing informal links, and establishing relationships with formal brokers.

3. ‘Making learning meaningful’: This stage involves working at a deep ‘identity’ level with potential learners, and key processes include: engaging with potential learners to develop informed understanding, linking learning opportunities to the context of their lives, developing awareness of structural barriers, using strategic approaches such as informal learning, and being tactical and starting from where people are at.

4. ‘Identifying the right learning opportunity’: Successful brokerage involves raising potential learners’ awareness of meaningful and appropriate learning opportunities and also helping providers to develop appropriate provision. Brokerage may help learners down formal pathways, or more informally, helping them to create the pathway themselves.

5. ‘Promoting learner success’: The brokerage process extends beyond entry into a learning situation and includes on-going work with learners and providers e.g. developing appropriate pedagogy and curricula, and building social networks of learners.

6. ‘Addressing organisational issues’: Brokerage implies and requires organisational development and change. Key issues identified are capacity building for all those involved in brokerage, partnerships and collaboration, using IT effectively in brokerage and monitoring and evaluating brokerage.
Learning Champions and similar schemes operate mainly at stages 3 and 4 where detailed understanding of the learner’s context and aspirations is essential to progression to the later stages. The value of the framework is that it demonstrates that learning champions ideally operate as part of a brokerage system whose effectiveness depends on a number of smoothly interlocking elements. 

Examples

The following examples illustrate some of the range of existing schemes in the UK in terms of function, organisation and location.

East Midlands  Derbyshire

Valuing Experience – Learning Advisers – College

The learning advisers work with members of their local communities to help them identify relevant OCN units, and encourage them to put together a portfolio of evidence based on their experiences as paid/unpaid workers mostly in community/voluntary settings. The evidence demonstrates learning from those experiences. Learning advisers are themselves trained through the project and are awarded an OCN credit at Level 3 or 2 on completion of a portfolio. Groups participating have included disabled people, people whose first language is not English, parents of young children and people involved in community regeneration projects. 

East Midlands  Nottingham

AMBER Project – Parent Support Workers – New College Nottingham

Encourages and trains parents/carers to support and enjoy helping their own children to learn. Offers adult education choices “on the doorstep” based in local schools and community venues. Trains Parent Support Workers (PSWs) to make the scheme work. Special focus on BME communities – more than half PSWs from such communities.

South East   Essex

First Group and Essex LSC

Union Learning Representatives encourage bus drivers and depot staff to access learning opportunities in a learning centre in the bus depot – including shift work patterns and family learning at the weekends.

West Midlands   Stoke on Trent 

Adept Local Development Workers

The ADEPT Stoke On Trent project is a partnership between ADEPT and Stoke On Trent City Council. It works in the Bentilee area to the east of Stoke, and in the Stoke Approach areas to the west of Stoke and Hanley. Eight people are in post employed by ADEPT as trainee Local Development Workers (“LDWs”), and ten by Stoke City Council.
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The latter are attached to the project for management. All the LDWs receive ADEPT’s accredited training course in Working In Community Organisations one day per week, and work in and for their communities four days per week. They will also be trained to be trainers themselves, so that they can work in their communities to train other people in how to work in communities.

West Midlands  Sandwell,

Sandwell Learning Champions Project   Local Authority

Learning Champions are drawn from the local community to work in the community to help people, especially hard to reach groups, engage in learning which is informal, vocational and leisure based. Forms part of a Black Country network, linked to a European network through an Equal Project. 

Wales   South Wales Valleys

Ladder Project (The)

The Project (1997-2002) used unemployed, unqualified young adults to carry out outreach work with disadvantaged young adults, while at the same time training the project workers up to diploma or degree level with experience. The target group was 16-25 year olds not in education, training or employment and engaging and handholding them with the aim of them fully rejoining society.

Yorkshire and the Humber    Sheffield, North

SPELL (Supporting People into Employment and Lifelong Learning)

Working in a designated regeneration area, SPELL’s Recruitment and Support Workers make door to door calls  to enable residents to identify their learning, training and employment needs. Funding is available for courses, childcare and other expenses.  Non-vocational activities are also offered to ease clients back into the learning process.  Clients are supported both in Basic Skills and via in-class support.

Project Purpose and Research Method

The purpose of this review is to 

1. Audit learning champions and learning workplace reps schemes in the West Midlands

2. Identify effective models in the West Midlands and elsewhere

3. Evaluate impact of existing schemes

4. Suggest ways of improving impact 

5. Suggest ways of mainstreaming  learning champions schemes

Accordingly, the NIACE research team decided to look in detail at a number of specific issues:

· Recruitment of champions and workplace reps

· Marketing the schemes

· Balanced intake to reflect community

· Project design  and impact:

· Setting of objectives, focus and policy field linkages eg basic skills or IAG or crime reduction or housing

· Management and work loads of champions

· Targeting and reaching hard to reach: BME, older people, younger people, homeless, housebound, carers

· Sources of information used by champions and workplace reps

· Marketing and promotion including incentives, passports to learning

· Tracking and supporting new learners

· Sponsorship and Management of schemes eg do certain organisational locations offer a better chance of success

· Use of ICT  eg to link champions and learning providers or for promotion via internet or for on-line learning or to track learners

· Mentoring, training and career paths for  champions and workplace reps

· Potential for integrating community and workplace schemes

· Volunteers or employed

· Evaluation

· Mainstreaming

· Sustainability, replicability and exchange of effective practice

· Funding

Methodology

We decided to try to understand how learning champions schemes in the West Midlands are working, the issues they experience and the outcomes they are achieving by surveying the schemes themselves.  This would consist of a questionnaire for managers of schemes and follow-up interviews in both workplace and community based settings. Copies of the questionnaire and interview schedule are in the Appendices.

We knew that learning champion schemes have been developed in the region by trade unions, learning providers, voluntary and community organisations and regeneration projects.  However, whilst the TUC could identify and was supporting a number of workplace schemes, no comparable source of information existed for community based schemes.  Consequently, we contacted a wide range of individuals and organisations asking for contact details for any learning champions schemes of which they were aware.  Requests for information were sent to: Local LSCs; Learning Partnerships; LEA Adult Education Services; Information, Advice and Guidance (IAG) Partnerships; Government Office; AWM; Regeneration Zone Managers; TUC; New Deal for Community Partnerships; Regional Action West Midlands; and individual organisations where we knew or suspected learning champions schemes to exist.  151 requests for information were sent out.  All of these organisations were encouraged to pass on the request for information and we know that some of them did so.   For example, the requdst was forwarded to 30 members of the region's 'Promote Learning Partnership'.

The next stage was to send questionnaires to any organisations likely to have, or identified as having, a learning champion scheme.  A total of 65 questionnaires were sent out to the following types of organisations:

· 23 to FE Colleges and Universities

· 13 to voluntary and community organisations or networks

· 6 to LEAs

· 5 to New Deal for Communities Partnerships

· 4 to Learning Partnerships

· 4 to TUC/ Trade Unions

· 4 to Local Authority or Local Authority sponsored organisations

· 2 to Local LSCs (who were asked to forward them to specific schemes with whom they had contracts)

· 1 to an IAG Partnership

· 1 to Connexions

· 1 to 'Aim Higher'

· 1 to an 'Equal' project

In order to ensure as high a response rate as possible, a number of organisations to whom questionnaires had been sent were telephoned with reminders and 6 questionnaires were filled in by NIACE staff over the phone.  A total of 23 questionnaires were returned and/or completed over the phone, with 22 being considered for the final report.  2 of those indicated that they did not currently have learning champions.  Interviews were held with 5 of the schemes.  

An additional 3 organisations or projects that had not returned questionnaires but had interesting models likely to be of use to the study were also interviewed.  For each of the 8 schemes chosen, we asked to interview the scheme manager, some of the learning champions and learners who had been recruited by learning champions.  We were able to interview managers (sometimes more than one manager or development worker) in all 8 schemes, learning champions (usually groups of learning champions) in 6 schemes, and learners in 2 schemes. 

Some of the projects had commissioned their own evaluations and gave us copies.  We were also given copies of paperwork used by some.
The Scope of the Study

The Staffordshire framework helps us to be clear about the parameters of this study. It centres on engaging directly with potential learners from where they are at, identifying the type of provision that suits their needs, then pointing them in that direction. That is the core function, and the purpose of this research is to test the extent to which that function is carried out effectively by volunteers and para-professionals who share the cultural and social background and values of those they engage with. So, it does not deal with professional basic skills advisers and tutors, nor does it deal with IAG professionals. It does not deal with learning support or mentoring, although some of the schemes surveyed do include elements of these.
Table 1: Scope Defined

	
	Yes
	
	No

	Paid and  unpaid champions, para-professionals and volunteers
	(
	Professional IAG or Basic Skills advisers
	(

	Location: community, work, educational institution and voluntary organisation
	(
	
	

	Peers of those they engage with
	(
	
	

	Champions, ambassadors, union reps., advocates, advisers
	(
	
	


2.  Learning Champions, Government Policy and the West Midlands

This part examines how learning champions are helping to deliver Government policies in the West Midlands. It sets out 

1. Where and how the schemes operate, the role of learning champions

2. Key policies

3. Impact

1. Operation

Host organisation

Table 2 sets out the type of organisations that took part in our survey and their location. The largest group of respondents is the voluntary and community sector (7), followed by FE colleges (6) and local authorities (4). Trade unions and regeneration projects were also represented though no employers.  This suggests not only that the value of learning champions is recognised across the learning and skills sector but that it is possible for approaches to be constructed that are relevant and useful to a wide range of types of organisations.

Table 2: Respondents: Analysis

	Sector
	Organisation
	Area Covered

	
	
	

	FE

(6)
	
	Walsall

Nuneaton

Warwickshire

Bourneville

Dudley

Wolverhampton


	HE

(1)
	
	Staffordshire

	Local authority

(4)
	Education and Lifelong Learning

Connexions

Lifelong Learning

ACL
	Sandwell

Birmingham and Solihull

Telford and Wrekin

Staffordshire


	Trade Union

(2)
	TGWU (West Bromwich)

CATU (Stoke on Trent)
	Midlands

Potteries


	Voluntary or Community Sector

(7)
	CAB

Volunteer Centre

Community Network

Multiagency Centre

Groundwork

Adept

Community Network
	Wolverhampton

Wolverhampton

Kidderminster

Bromsgrove

Stoke on Trent

Stoke on Trent

Dudley


	Employer

(0)
	
	

	Neighbourhood renewal or regeneration partnership

(1)
	New Deal for Communities
	Greets Green

	Other

(1)
	Prospects – national education provider
	Walsall New Deal




The areas represented are shown below in Table 2.  There is a good spread across the West Midlands region.  A number of schemes are situated in large urban areas but others are located outside the conurbation including examples in former mining communities in rural areas. Nothing in the feedback from existing schemes suggested that learning champions approaches were naturally more suited to one kind of environment that another.

Table 3:  Geographical Coverage 

	Birmingham and Black Country:
	11

	Worcestershire
	2

	Warwickshire
	2

	Staffordshire
	5

	Shropshire (Telford and Wrekin)
	1

	West Midlands (TGWU)
	1

	Total
	22


Organisations use Learning Champions to achieve a range of objectives. While a function of many is to recruit learners for the host organisation, the table also shows that the majority see themselves as promoting learning opportunities more broadly in order to meet strategic objectives such as Skills for Life targets.  More than half believe that learning champions can help institutions recognise and respond to learner's interests and some of the barriers they face in learning.  The next table shows how project managers see their purpose:

Table 4: Project Purpose

	Recruit learners to programmes run by our organisation
	45.5%

	Promote learning generally but not to a specific provider
	63.6%

	Support people into learning to achieve wider strategic objectives
	72.7%

	Identify learners’ interests and the barriers they face
	59.1%


Structure and funding

Of those that we surveyed, more than half (55%) employ people specifically as Learning Champions, more than a third (36%) use volunteer Learning Champions and, in a similar number (36%), people act as Learning Champions as part of a broader role.  Jude - can you please check this? The figures add up to more than 100% because some organisations use more than one approach. 

There is no typical model. Projects employ anywhere from 4 to 40 champions, working anything from 3-33 hours a week. Volunteer projects ranged in size from 9 – 300, working between 12-36 hours per week. A recent national  survey of ULRs showed that 60% of these volunteers spend more than five hours a month and one-third spend more than 16 hours per month on their activities.

Although most of the projects depend on external funding, it is significant that when we asked providers if they intended to continue their learning champion project, all but one said that they expect theirs to continue and 13 out of 20 expect theirs to expand.

Role

'Gossip learning in your local community.’

- Aim set for community learning ambassadors in Wolverhampton

So, how do the champions spend their time? How do they go about making contacts? We carried out interviews with learning champions in a variety of settings across the region. These quotations give a flavour of the everyday work carried out by learning champions:

Voluntary sector project in Dudley

"Ambassadors go and talk with other people...  It is informal...  You tell people about learning and your experiences..."

Examples of  their successes:

· a friend/acquaintance who was very good  but couldn't become a manager in his firm because he could not pass a particular test.  He sought help from one of the interviewees around basic skills, and these are improving, and he should be able to pass the test soon.

· A woman with dyscalcia who was not confident.  Gill helped her to learn her times table.  This led to a volunteer job in the charity shop working with money and from there to a paid job in a shop.

Workplace Rep in the Potteries

There is an annual awareness week on all shop floors with balloons, leaflets, lots of literature, promotions drawing on all aspects of education: basic skills, IT, FE .. The Learning Rep has half an hour surgery time per week. A lot of workers have basic skills difficulties. Members have highlighted this and learning reps have been trained to recognise basic skills difficulties.  It is difficult to address basic skills issues unless working alongside and with a relationship of trust.  The Learning Rep is the first port of call in discussions with people about their learning needs and starts the process.  He then pulls in whoever he thinks is appropriate to take things forward.  It is about sitting with the person and then they decide what they want and at what level. Word about this gets around and others make approaches.

2. Key Policies and Learning Champions
Learning and skills needs in the West Midlands are profound. NIACE has been conducting annual surveys on adult participation in learning since 1996.  In the 2003 survey, conducted between late February and late March, those surveyed were asked, among other things, when they had last undertaken any kind of learning and how likely they thought they were to take up any kind of learning in the next three years.  In current and recent participation levels (recent defined as being during the past three years), and in 'future intentions to learn', the West Midlands ranked the second lowest of the nine English regions.
  
In other ways, the region also compares unfavourably to the other English regions:

· Unemployment: third highest region with smallest fall in unemployment rates of all English regions between 1998 and 2003

· Low levels of literacy and numeracy (need to find the stats)
· Adults of working age with no qualifications: second highest region

· GCE A Level or equivalent: lower than UK average

· Degree or equivalent: below UK average

· Economic activity rate: fifth highest

· Gross Value added per head: sixth out of the nine regions

· Gross Value added per workforce job: eighth 

There is considerable variation within the region on all of these measures with some of the Shire Counties performing at a higher level, for example, in individual achievement or employment levels.  Nonetheless, the need to encourage more participation in learning is evident. 

Nationally, a number of policies have been developed to tackle these problems. The Government launched in 'Skills for Life' strategy early in 2001.  Two years later, it updated this through 'Focus on Delivery to 2007'.  As well as locating the Skills for Life strategy in relation to other key government strategy, and re-affirming particular priority groups, it confirmed 4 strands of strategic activity:

· boosting demand;

· ensuring capacity;

· raising achievement;

· learner achievement.

In July 2003, the Government launched the Skills Strategy
 prioritising action in 5 areas:

· putting employers’ needs centre stage and managing the supply and level of training to respond to these needs;

· raising demand for skills amongst employers and employees;

· motivating and supporting more people to engage or re-engage in learning;

· making providers more responsive to employers' and learners' needs;

· achieving better joint working across Government and the public services.

A commitment to securing Level 2 qualifications for adults is central.  Regional Skills Partnerships, currently in the process of being set up, will be critical to implementation of the Skills Strategy.  The is in the early stages of development.  An important priority for  the West Midlands Regional Skills Partnership is how to raise  demand for learning, particularly in the region's more deprived communities.  The same issue also features as one of the six priorities in the region's Framework for Skills and Action (FRESA) for 2004-05.   

At regional and sub-regional levels, the LSC is charged with meeting government targets, implementing a range of strategies including the Widening Adult Participation Strategy and conducting Strategic Area Reviews to ensure that provision better meets local employer, individual and community need.
Learning champions and union learning reps are making a contribution to national and regional policy and strategy through their contributions to: 

· Engaging hard to reach groups in the most disadvantaged communities in learning

· Raising the skill and qualification levels of adults

· Transforming the education and training system; making it more responsive to learner and employer need

· Achieving the targets for Skills for Life

· Increasing the percentage of people of working age going into employment

· Raising children’s attainment by engaging their parents in supporting them and their own learning.

The next section spells this out in detail in relation to

· Targeted provision

· Target groups

Provision

At least as part of what they do, learning champions focus on attracting people into a number of the Government’s priority areas of provision, as the table below shows:

Table 5: Targeted provision



	What programmes do you try to promote – 
	Projects promoting this

	IT
	64%

	Literacy
	59%

	Numeracy
	55%

	Non-accredited first rung provision
	50%

	Family learning
	46%

	Non-accredited leisure
	36%

	Level 1
	36%

	Level 2
	36%

	Level 3
	23%

	HE
	23%

	Community development/regeneration skills
	18.%

	Other
	14%


Say something about other

Target Groups

The table below sets out the groups must frequently mentioned when we asked about target groups:

Table 6: Target Groups

	Those with literacy/numeracy difficulties
	55%

	BME groups
	55%

	Disadvantaged communities
	50%

	Low skilled workers
	46%

	Other
	32%

	Disabled adults
	27%

	Learning difficulties
	16%

	Ex-offenders
	14 %

	Homeless
	9 %

	Trade unionists
	9%


say something about 'other'

3. Impact
We asked projects how they knew how effective their Learning Champions' schemes were. 64% told us they had monitoring and evaluation arrangements in place. Here are some examples of the impact achieved. 

College-based Project

North Warwickshire and Hinckley College’s scheme employed 8 champions who introduced 537 individuals to IAG organisations. Lorraine Broadaway, the College’s Adult Work Manager, confirms that their data shows that they are reaching the hard to reach.
 
The Economics 
For providers, the economics of learning champions schemes just about add up. North Warwickshire and Hinckley College: 537 contacted and 120 progressed from Feb02-July 03 (8 champions for 3 hours per week all year: 8 x £5.71 x 3hrs x 70 weeks = £9592.8 divided by 120 = £79.94  Set against 537 referrals to IAG @ £35 = £18795 which covers direct costs of employing champions. Indirect costs (management – ‘time consuming’ – training – overheads) partially  met from income generated by enrolments. 

Sandwell – a local authority project
5 learning champions employed for 15 hours a week generated 201 new learners from April 03.

Assuming 50 weeks and £5.71 an hour = £106 per new learner. Set against £7035 income from IAG referrals. Another scheme, employing parent link workers in schools, has also been effective:
according to a primary school headteacher in the New Deal for Communities area,  ‘ the Home-school link worker is the major change agent in this school’.

In Telford and Wrekin, 1200+ new learners have been generated since April 2003 by 9 paid learning champions.
Voluntary Sector Project in Bromsgrove

In Charford, a housing estate in Bromsgrove, a small team of learning champions doubled the enrolments for ICT courses at the local multiagency centre. 

Another project, operated by Bournville College, generated a number of benefits simultaneously:

Killing several birds with one stone

Bournville College’s Parent Link programme employs 29 parent link workers for 5-7 hours a week. who work around schools in south west Birmingham. Everyone benefits from this project:

· many of the link workers go onto jobs in schools or in community projects

· the college has signed up 500 new learners

· link workers improve the relationship between schools and parents, reducing costly exclusions and engaging parents in supporting their children’s learning as well as their own.

Union Learning Reps – the Impact

...on average, union learning reps operate in a site of 250 staff, in teams of four. Outcomes reported include the following for this average site

· 200 staff made aware of the lifelong learning agenda

· 80 offered frontline information or guidance on learning opportunities

· 60 colleagues taking part in some form or taster or learning activity

· an average of 15 colleagues supported per rep
.
Learning Reps in the Potteries

Learning reps have played a key role in building the popularity of a new learning centre in Stoke on Trent. 3000 trade union members have done IT training and the Centre had to open every evening and Saturday mornings to cope with the pressure. CATU, the ceramics union, has trained 130 learning reps and plans to train another 60 during Spring 2004
Who Gains?
These are some examples from the research of impact. Our research suggests that three groups benefit from learning champions schemes:

· Learners – who are referred and advised about learning and employment opportunities

· Champions – who gain confidence, learn how the education system functions and often go on themselves to get jobs using the qualifications they have obtained

· Providers – who receive valuable feed-back about their provision as well as increasing enrolments.

There is a fourth group who also benefit from this approach, judging by research carried out by the TUC, and that is employers. Many employers are keen supporters of workplace learning reps. They understand the value of basic skills including IT; most jobs, including manual work, need those skills.  The NHS, the country’s largest employer, is moving to all-electronic data and record keeping. At Birmingham Women’s Hospital, learning reps bargained with management for paid release for low paid staff to attend a computer course. 
  Increasingly some employers also understand the value of knowing how to learn and curiosity. It helps to retain people with skills. The result is a growing number of workplace learning centres in the region like the one at G Clancey, the Halesowen based manufacturers of auto parts, where employees choose for themselves the interests they pursue. 

Examples of Effective Practice

Finally, we thought it would be useful to identify some of the projects that seemed, from the research we carried out, to have developed a specific expertise that others may be able to learn from.  
Table 7: Effective Practice
	Project
	What they do well

	Greets Green NDC
	This regeneration project uses learning champions as part of its programme of community engagement. Its strengths include

1. Clarity of purpose: capacity building of local people; local people supporting local people; more community involvement in local activities; enhanced learning culture;more awareness of local learning and IAG opportunities
2. Training programme: well thought out and developed


	Charford
	The multiagency centre is able to offer a range of services including financial advice, childcare and ICT training  under one roof Champions have been adept at contacting new learners, meeting them at the Job Centre, in the High Street and even on the bus.

	Sandwell
	Contacting new learners in hard to reach groups is a particular strength of the Sandwell approach, using learning champions and home link workers. Next step is to increase the size of the team to 18 and equip them with hand-held portable computers so that they can communicate with each other, with base and with providers.


	Bournville
	What is unusual about this scheme is the partnership between a college and local schools. Everyone benefits: the college with new enrolments, the schools whose relationship with parents is improved by the champions and the champions themselves who often go on to get jobs in schools and local regeneration projects.

	North Warwickshire and Hinckley
	This college has developed a cost effective scheme that is  highly effective at reaching out to new learners in a semi-rural area.

	CATU Stoke on Trent
	Union learning reps have built a thriving clientele amongst their workmates for a learning centre that is bursting at the seams.

	Wolverhampton College
	Strengths of this scheme include targeted recruitment of champions to match hard to reach groups; links to  neighbourhood management projects and Touchstone Housing; an effective follow up procedure (useful form)

	Telford and Wrekin
	A dynamic local authority scheme that deliver the goods: 1200+ new learners since April 2003 with 9 paid learning champions.

	Adept Stoke on Trent
	A unique hybrid model that is being rolled out across the country from its Coventry base: it is primarily about building networks; training paid workers (ILM scheme) to  level 3; as well as reaching out to new learners and signposting them.


3.  Impact and how to achieve it

A key purpose for carrying out the research was to find out what are the ingredients of an effective project, what are the problems in setting them up and what does the experience of our respondents tell us about how to overcome them. The research involved

· A postal questionnaire to FE, HE and local authorities, to a wide range of voluntary and community sector organisations and to neighbourhood renewal and regeneration partnerships, in the region.  These were not sent out in a blanket fashion.  Instead, we followed leads provided by those with sub-regional overviews or working directly in the field.  Consequently, it is likely that all schemes were targeted. 

· Face to face or phone interviews in depth  to explore key issues with a cross section of projects

· Desk research to identify relevant projects or developments.

From this we were able to identify a number of critical issues that are discussed below:
· Mainstreaming

· Funding

· Structure

· What makes a good learning champion

· Recruitment

· Support

· Training

· Evaluation

Mainstreaming and Integration

The Staffordshire University research on learning brokers defines learning brokerage as a process and therefore sees a focus on separate functions as misleading. The research defines a six stage process ranging from "understanding the current situation " to "addressing organizational issues",  "gaining entry and building trust”. The role of champions seems to be situated mainly at stage 3 and 4:

3. ‘Making learning meaningful’: This stage involves working at a deep ‘identity’ level with potential learners, and key processes include: engaging with potential learners to develop informed understanding, linking learning opportunities to the context of their lives, developing awareness of structural barriers, using strategic approaches such as informal learning, and being tactical and starting from where people are at.

4.  ‘Identifying the right learning opportunity’: Successful brokerage involves raising potential learners’ awareness of meaningful and appropriate learning opportunities and also helping providers to develop appropriate provision. Brokerage may help learners down formal pathways, or more informally, helping them to create the pathway themselves.

It is crucial to understand the role of champions as part of a process that involves other agencies in initiating the chain and in following up and supporting learners. As Wolverhampton College told us: ‘[The project] should become an established part of regeneration strategy and give ambassadors the status of being frontline workers for student services.’

 This is the principal argument for mainstreaming learning champion initiatives, alongside IAG services and education providers. Of course, learning champions and union learning reps are not the only means of delivering the Government’s policies on education, skills and employment. But they do offer a distinctive approach that can form part of a range of complementary activities.  These include:

· Broadcasting and promotional campaigns such as BBC’s Webwise,  the helpline alert that goes out with giros during Adult Learners Week,  and the Gremlins campaign

· On-line resources for learning including the learning directory for the West Midlands - www.wmld.org – and learndirect
· Workplace and community learning centres, many of them badged as UK-Online or learndirect
· IAG networks
· Bite sized – the programme of short courses funded by the LSC

· Employer training pilots

It is clear that learning champions work better when they are linked to these other activities.
 This is why the Sandwell learning champions will be encouraged to attend their area learning forums.

Funding

There is no dedicated funding stream for learning champions like the Union Learning Fund which has now been extended. The main funding problems faced by project managers are uncertainty and insufficiency. For providers, there is the option of drawing down IAG referral fees and LSC enrolment funding to meet the costs of schemes, whereas for voluntary and community organisations, there is a constant need for inventive juggling of funding streams, a process that devours time at the expense of more useful activities such as support for champions. Even for providers, it is clear from the responses to our survey that setting up and managing schemes is very time consuming and not adequately covered by the return from enrolments. 

Workplace schemes face similar problems, with a small number of paid TUC or trade union officers responsible for setting up and supporting large numbers of ULRs. 

Although all schemes are beset by uncertainty, it is highly significant of their value that two-thirds of respondents told us they expected them not just to continue but to be expanded.
Structure

Although there is an impressive convergence of thinking amongst our respondents about aims and role, the evidence we have collated also shows, by contrast, a bewildering variety of local arrangements in terms of, for example, numbers engaged and hours of activity, plus local arrangements for training. Without more in-depth research, we cannot advise on the relative benefits of

· Paid v. volunteer schemes

· Small teams working longer hours v. larger teams working small number of hours

· One type of host organisation or another.

We limit ourselves to two observations:

· If engaging with men in the community is a priority, then full-time paid schemes, such as Adept, seem better placed to be able to recruit men as champions

· The capacity of schemes run by learning providers to offer impartial signposting may be constrained compared with community-based schemes such as Charford or Greets Green. 

On the other hand, there were clear messages about 

· The characteristics of effective learning champions

· The vital importance of the right type of training, peer support and management.

What makes a good Learning Champion 
Managers and learning champions themselves provided near unanimity on the characteristics of good learning champions. This was the list provided by learning champions in Charford:
· Enthusiastic, friendly, informal

· Believe in what you’re doing

· People have got to be able to identify with you, make people feel comfortable because you are in the same boat and have overcome the same barriers they face eg small children at home

· Knowing how to signpost

A similar list comes from Dudley:

· "Patience .

· enthusiasm ,

· using yourself as an example, as a role model, being open yourself .

· flexibility -- look at their needs , and how to do it for them .

· be prepared to learn from them .

· managing stress .

· good communication .

· help to open up things for people, broaden their language and experience, help them express themselves better

· empathy

· people from the same backgrounds as their community .

· don't be the big person...  Humour...  Laugh at yourself .

· 'I know a man who does...'"

The manager of a Staffordshire County Council project supplied the following:

· A passion for learning

· Energy

· The ability to see the connections between things

· Creative and innovative

· The ability to be versatile in working with people, e.g. to be able to find the key opinion formers in local communities and be able to work with them.

Our survey provides the basis for a personal specification for learning champions. We would emphasise the point about identity. Learning champions must reflect the diversity of the population they are engaging with. A good starting point is to define target groups on the basis of participation data, and then to identity the sorts of people who are needed as learning champions eg white men in their forties and fifties. 

Recruitment 

Schemes appear to recruit learning champions in a variety of ways with 41% indicating that they use advertising and/or formal approaches, while the same number approach people they believe might be good at the role. 

Table 8: Recruitment
	How are your learning champions recruited – through advertising/formal recruitment?
	41%

	Drawn from a particular group?
	27%

	Approach individuals with potential?
	41%

	Other?
	27%


A local authority-based project offers a warning about formal recruitment processes when it is difficult to target specific communities. Ironically, formal equal opportunities employment requirements may run counter to the need to recruit from disadvantaged or marginalised communities such as Bangladeshis.
Support and training

The next table suggests a high level of unanimity about the training and support needs of learning champions. In practice, there is a wide variety of approaches adopted towards training. 

Table 9: Support and Training
	Do you provide to your learning champions written information for use with learners
	68%

	Access to information via the internet
	59%

	Training before role begins
	77%

	Training during/ in course of role
	82%

	Meetings with other learning champions
	64%

	Mentoring or management meetings
	77%

	Incentives
	36%

	Other
	14%


The Audit Listing (Appendix) shows the range of training programmes in operation. Projects like Greets Green NDC have quite properly negotiated their training programme with champions themselves. Matching training to local conditions is a strength but the lack of a standardised training package, a problem identified in Wolverhampton
, probably means that project managers have to spend time unnecessarily on a task that could in part be carried out regionally or nationally. ULRs, after all, are able to draw on national training programmes that have been tried and tested. In fact, a lot can be learned from the experience of the ULRs including the importance of developing a basic skills training programme
, how to conduct learning needs surveys
 and the value of a national system of accreditation. In addition, the Birmingham Unison ULR scheme has drawn usefully on the support of the WEA’s Voluntary Education Adviser, a national learning champion scheme.

As important as training in shaping the effectiveness of learning champions is support. Our survey suggests that there are two distinct but related functions:
· Individual support including setting and monitoring individual training and development plans
· Managing the work programme.

There are some indications, judging by comments made to us by managers and champions, that managers find it hard to find the right balance between leaving champions to find their own feet and a target-driven directive approach with most erring on the side of the former. This puts a high premium on the capacity of the champions to develop effective practice, especially if managers are hard pressed to provide regular supervision sessions. We believe that there is some scope here for engaging managers and champions in a study of effective practice as part of their training programme.

This issue is linked to two others:

· Monitoring and evaluation

· Quality

Our research threw up very few examples of effective monitoring and evaluation systems. Typical weaknesses are that

· Feedback to champions of their impact is limited so it is difficult to learn from practice
· Tracking is difficult so champions depend largely on anecdote for evidence of impact

· Providers, who value feedback, over-rely on qualitative at the expense of quantitative responses from new learners, thus limiting the potential for improving quality.

Sharing Practice

To end on a more positive note, 87% of our respondents told us they were willing to share their experience with others if asked. Since they are the experts, we should help them to take advantage of their offer.

 Here are two final pieces of advice about setting up learning champion projects from the horse’s mouth:
St Thomas Community Network:

· talk to people you already have on courses…word of mouth is important

· training is important

· create an informal, friendly, welcoming environment

· provide ongoing support, some to go to

· a reward, a pat on the back, a treat out for the volunteers…volunteers can put in a lot of time

Community Link Work, Staffordshire:

· Be careful whom you appoint: look for someone who is independently minded and doesn’t mind being left to his or her own devices. 

· Create good support mechanisms – CLW’s need a clear focus.

· Provide CLW’s with a properly functioning laptop and mobile phone and space in an office where they can do and store things.

4. Recommendations
ULRs have become effectively mainstream, having proved their worth. Although more research is needed on the impact of champions and workplace reps, it is time to recognise their essential contribution to widening participation and therefore to embed them at the heart of strategies and structures for widening participation. There is a pressing need for common district level frameworks supported regionally with

· Policy recognition and guidance by AWM, GOWM, LSC, JobCentre Plus

· Funding on a sustainable basis

· Common tracking systems

· Evaluation programmes

Learning Partnerships may be well placed to develop district level frameworks, linked to the overall planning carried out by LSPs and regeneration partnerships. District planning would provide a firmer basis for integrated bids for funding as well as ensuring systematic coverage. District frameworks could also provide a coherent basis for development, cutting through the confusing variety of arrangements illustrated by this report. 

Our specific recommendations are set out below. They are aimed at strategic agencies, project managers and learning providers.
1. We recommend that the Regional Skills Alliance spells out its support for a coordinated approach to learning brokerage led by the LSC linked to regional and local learning and regeneration priorities.

2. We recommend that AWM and the LSC collaborate to identify dedicated funding for a regional network of learning champions in the community and the workplace linked to other funding streams such as NRF.

3. We recommend that the LSC supports the creation of a regional learning champions  network to 

· promote learning and good practice between community and work-based  learning champions projects of all kinds

· strengthen links between regional and local policy priorities

· improve effective feedback from champions to providers

· develop a regional training and accreditation framework

· develop tracking and quality systems

· open up and define career pathways for learning champions

4. We recommend that project organisers make use of learning partnerships to integrate the work of learning champions into the local brokerage process as part of  local or district level frameworks

Appendices

West Midlands Learning Champions

Audit Listing

MYA version 1.1  26.3.04
Organisations in red do not run champions project.
	
	Organisation
	Questionnaire?
	Interview
	Champions
paid?
	Number
	Weekly hours
	Future
	Training 

	1
	Wolverhampton CAB
	
	
	No champions
	
	
	
	

	2
	Wolverhampton Volunteer Centre
	
	
	No champions
	
	
	
	

	3
	Oldington and Foley Park Community Network

Kidderminster
	
	
	yes
	5
	12 
	yes
	

	4
	Walsall CAT
	
	
	yes
	5
	f-t (1)

p-t(4) – 9 
	Yes,

expanding
	

	5
	Multiagency Resource Centre Bromsgrove
	
	MY
	yes
	5
	4
	yes
	

	6
	North Warwickshire and Hinckley College
	
	
	yes
	23
	3
	Yes, expanding
	

	7
	Sandwell Council
	
	MY
	yes
	5
	15
	Yes, expanding
	

	8
	Partnerships Staffordshire University
	
	
	yes
	40
	4
	Yes, expanding
	

	9
	Warwickshire College
	
	
	no
	25
	varies
	Yes, expanding
	

	10
	Bourneville College
	
	
	yes
	29
	7
	Yes, expanding
	

	11
	Groundwork Stoke on Trent/Link Up

	
	
	no
	300
	varies
	Yes, expanding across Staffs
	

	12
	Dudley College of Technology
	
	
	no
	24
	12
	Yes, expanding
	

	13
	TGWU
	
	AS
	yes
	4
	30
	Yes, expanding
	

	14
	Connexions Birmingham and Solihull
	
	
	no
	50
	varies
	yes
	

	15
	Prospects Walsall
	
	
	no
	9
	36
	no
	

	16
	Greets Green NDC
	
	
	no
	12
	24
	Yes, expanding
	Negotiated with the group:

· Communications skills (Sandwell College cert.)

· OCN in Community Work

· IAG introductory course

· Mentor introductory course

	17
	St Thomas’ Community Network Dudley
	
	AS
	both
	12
	?
	Yes, expanding
	

	18
	Wolverhampton College
	
	AS
	yes
	4
	12
	Yes, expanding
	

	19
	Telford and Wrekin Council
	
	
	yes
	9
	33
	Yes, expanding
	

	20
	Adept Stoke on Trent
	No questionnaire?
	AS
	yes
	18
	
	Yes - Depends on funding
	

	21
	CATU Stoke on Trent
	No questionnaire?
	AS
	no
	80
	varies
	yes
	

	22
	Community Work Link Staffordshire County Council
	No questionnaire?
	JP
	yes
	8
	?
	yes
	

	23
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	24
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	25
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